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INTRODUCTION
From the haters and hackers to propaganda and privacy concerns, social
media often deserves its bad reputation. But the sustained activism that followed
George Floyd’s death and the ongoing movement for racial justice also
demonstrated how social media can be a crucial mechanism of social change.
We saw how online and on-the-ground activism can fuel each other and build
momentum in ways neither can achieve in isolation. We have seen in the Black
Lives Matter (BLM) movement, and more specifically the hashtag
#BlackLivesMatter, a new and powerful approach to using social media that goes
beyond symbolic “slacktivism” and performative allyship to mobilizing people
for social and cultural change.1
In this essay, we use empirical data to support a theoretical model that
illustrates how contemporary movements can use social media to build
awareness, educate, and most importantly, promote the kinds of offline action
that can lead to deeper structural change. In this case, BLM effectively leveraged
social media to fuel and facilitate mass protests and broaden social awareness.
In 2020-21, we have seen this begin to inspire deeper social, cultural, and legal
change, in ways that previously felt like distant hope.
Americans increasingly use social media for political engagement in a
“digitally networked public sphere” that has come to shape social movements.2
Even before George Floyd, more than half of all Americans participated in some
1. “Slacktivist” is a pejorative term for an individual who participates in a social movement by
liking or sharing social media posts promoting a particular cause. Nolan L. Cabrera, Cheryl E. Matias
& Roberto Montoya, Activism or Slacktivism? The Potential and Pitfalls of Social Media in
Contemporary Student Activism., 10 J. DIVERSITY HIGHER EDUC. 400, 403 (2017).
2. ZEYNEP TUFEKCI, TWITTER AND TEAR GAS: THE POWER AND FRAGILITY OF NETWORKED
PROTEST 6 (2017); see also Monica Anderson, Skye Toor, Lee Rainie & Aaron Smith, Public Attitudes
Toward Political Engagement on Social Media, PEW RSCH. CTR. (Jul. 11, 2018),
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/07/11/public-attitudes-toward-political-engagement-onsocial-media/.
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form of political or social activism on social media, and 32% used social media
to encourage others to take action on an issue that was important to them.3
Furthermore, 69% of U.S. adults report that social media is very or somewhat
important for getting elected officials to pay attention to issues, while a similar
share (67%) say these sites are at least somewhat important for creating sustained
movements for social change.4
Beyond individual activism, the most influential contemporary movements
have also worked substantially online to bring awareness to issues, to highlight
social and cultural inequities, or to help change behavior.5 Some larger
movements, like #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo, and #OccupyWallStreet, attempt
to do all three. #ArabSpring and later #Egypt were used to spark protests across
different countries in the Middle East and brought international attention to
popular demands for democratization.6 #GivingTuesday encourages people to
donate to charity after spending money on Black Friday and Cyber Monday.7
#LoveWins commemorates the ruling by the Supreme Court on same sex
marriage in 2015,8 and #Ferguson remembers the failure to indict the officer that
killed Michael Brown.9 Use of the internet linked and coordinated these various,
decentralized uprisings and distinguished them from traditional predecessors
such as the 1960s Civil Rights movement.10
While online social movements can scale up quickly and execute their
mission without the foundational work of building organizational capacity,11
they are nonetheless vulnerable. They tend to follow a boom and bust cycle, with
notable spikes rarely lasting more than a few days.12 As an “attention economy”

3. Id. See also, Brooke Auxier, Activism on Social Media Varies by Race and Ethnicity, Age,
Political Party, PEW RSCH. CTR. (July 13, 2020), https://www.pewresearch.org/facttank/2020/07/13/activism-on-social-media-varies-by-race-and-ethnicity-age-political-party/.
4. Anderson et al., supra note 5.
5. Id.; Gia Nardini Tracy Rank-Christman, Melissa G. Bublitz, Samantha N. N. Cross & Laura
A. Peracchio, Together We Rise: How Social Movements Succeed, 31 J. CONSUMER PSYCH. 112, 124
(2020).
6. #MOVEME:
A
Guide
to
Social
Movement
&
Social
Media,
HTTPS://MOVEME.BERKELEY.EDU/PROJECT/ARAB-SPRING/; TUFEKCI, supra note 5, passim.
7. Kelsey
Piper,
Giving
Tuesday,
Explained,
VOX
(Nov.
30,
2020),
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/21727010/giving-tuesday-explained-charity-nonprofit.
8. Kerry Flynn, How #LoveWins On Twitter Became the Most Viral Hashtag Of the Same-Sex
Marriage Ruling, INT’L BUS. TIMES (June 26, 2015), https://www.ibtimes.com/how-lovewins-twitterbecame-most-viral-hashtag-same-sex-marriage-ruling-1986279.
9. Deen Freelon, Charlton D. McIlwain & Meredith D. Clark, Beyond the Hashtags:
#Ferguson, #Blacklivesmatter, and the Online Struggle for Offline Justice, CTR. FOR MEDIA & SOC.
IMPACT, 42-43 (Feb. 29, 2016), https://cmsimpact.org/resource/beyond-hashtags-fergusonblacklivesmatter-online-struggle-offline-justice/.
10. See generally id.; see also TUFEKCI, supra note 5, 6-8.
11. See Philip Montgomery, Get Up, Stand Up, WIRED (Nov. 2015),
https://www.wired.com/2015/10/how-black-lives-matter-uses-social-media-to-fight-the-power/.
12. Janette Lehmann, Bruno Gonçalves, José J. Ramasco & Ciro Cattuto, Dynamical Classes
of Collective Attention in Twitter, WWW ‘12: PROC. 21ST INT’L CONF. ON WORLD WIDE WEB 251, 256
(2012); see also Zeynep Tufekci, The Boom-Bust Cycle of Social Media-Fueled Protests, MIT Center
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driven by viral content,13 social media activism requires minimal levels of
commitment.14 Users are accustomed to “liking” or retweeting viral content
every day, but their support usually does not require long-term commitment or
action.15 Other vulnerabilities make it difficult for online movements to meet
their long-term goals or inspire sustainable and long-lasting change. For
example, they are often leaderless or have too many leaders to effectively
coordinate goals.16 Thus, compared to traditional social movements,
contemporary movements may lack both the culture and infrastructure needed to
make collective decisions, leaving them less well equipped to adjust strategies
or negotiate demands.17 At a more fundamental level, social media’s corporate
infrastructure makes such movements vulnerable to surveillance, co-optation,
and censorship.18 For example, law enforcement agencies commonly use
sophisticated technologies to anticipate, monitor, and disrupt organizing
efforts.19
Despite these vulnerabilities, BLM has managed to tie its significant online
outreach and activism to the kind of grassroots organizing and offline action that
have made traditional social movements successful. Like traditional movements,
BLM has also engaged in long-term planning and leveraged strong institutional
commitment and connections to community organizations, nonprofits, labor
unions, and student groups developed over years of localized action. This hybrid
structure has allowed BLM to build a dynamic model of online and offline
activism capable of structural change.

for Civic Media (Oct. 18, 2013). https://cms.mit.edu/podcast-zeynep-tufekci-boom-bust-cycle-socialmedia-fueled-protests/.
13. ALICE E. MARWICK, STATUS UPDATE: CELEBRITY, PUBLICITY, AND BRANDING IN THE
SOCIAL MEDIA AGE 143 (2013).
14. Cerise L. Glenn, Activism or “Slacktivism?”: Digital Media and Organizing for Social
Change, 29 COMMC’N TCHR. 81, 82 (2015).
15. JAMES DENNIS, BEYOND SLACKTIVISM: POLITICAL PARTICIPATION ON SOCIAL MEDIA 4
(2019).
16. TUFEKCI, supra note 5, at 78-79.
17. Id. at 77. See also Jane Hu, The Second Act of Social Media Activism, NEW YORKER (Aug.
3, 2020), https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/the-second-act-of-social-mediaactivism.
18. See generally TUFEKCI, supra note 5; Gino Canella, Racialized Surveillance: Activist Media
and the Policing of Black Bodies, 11 COMMC’N, CULTURE & CRITIQUE 378 (2018).
19. See id. at 385 (“After an open records request, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
in Northern California discovered that the Fresno Police Department was using four social media
applications—Geofeedia, LifeRaft, Media Sonar and Beware—to conduct online surveillance of BLM
and its supporter; In another report, public records showed the Denver Police Department spent $30,000
for 30 subscriptions of Geofeedia, allowing the department to geo-locate social media posts emanating
from specific events such as public demonstrations and marches actions BLM5280 conducts in order to
disseminate its messages and raise public consciousness about police abuse.”).
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I.
METHODOLOGY
We use Twitter data to show how BLM has translated the persistent and
viral nature of police violence and Black death into an opportunity to change
minds, hearts, and the baseline understanding of inequality.20 We have been
studying the #MeToo movement21 and the #BlackLivesMatter movement as part
of a research collaboration between the Massive Data Institute and the Gender+
Justice Initiative at Georgetown University. We have seen in both movements
the power of online and offline activism working in tandem to make persistent
forms of violence more visible and less acceptable.22 We began this project
focusing more specifically on BLM to explore how social media was being used
for the movement for racial justice and how it may be leading to more lasting
structural change.
Studying millions of unique online posts is a massive data undertaking, so
we narrowed the scope of this current project to focus on one online platform,
Twitter, which is heavily used for activism and political participation. Twitter is
also ideal for this project due to the demographic diversity of its users, its focus
on hashtags, and the common retweet function that allows users to rapidly share
their views and other information. Overall, we collected over 41 million tweets
with the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter that were posted between January 1, 2019
and November 15, 2020.23
We analyzed these tweets in three stages. In the first stage, we analyzed the
frequency of tweets with the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter from January 1, 2019
until November 15, 2020 to explore how the volume of online activity fluctuated
and the extent to which the activity seemed to correlate with major events. In the
second stage, we examined the online activism that followed the death of George
Floyd in 2020. We focused more specifically on the hashtags that co-occurred in
the same tweet with the central movement hashtag #BlackLivesMatter between
May 1 and August 31, 2020. We began this stage by reviewing the 1,000 most
frequently used co-occurring hashtags as a team to search for overarching
themes. This qualitative review provided clues that helped us understand how
the central hashtag #BlackLivesMatter was being utilized. We used these clues
to construct a typology of the most frequent co-occurring hashtags. The high-

20. For the Twitter data, we used the Twitter Streaming API# to collect posts containing the
hashtag #BlackLivesMatter. While collection began in 2018, this study looks at posts (tweets, retweets,
and quotes) from January 1, 2019 to November 15, 2020. We use these data to measure daily and overall
volume of conversation and topics of discussion relevant to this essay.
21. See generally The #MeToo Research Collaboration, Georgetown’s Massive Data Institute
and the Gender+ Justice Initiative, http://metoo.georgetown.domains/ (last visited May 8, 2020).
22. Guobin Yang, Narrative Agency in Hashtag Activism: The Case of #BlackLivesMatter, 4
MEDIA & COMMC’N 13, 15 (2016), https://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers/472.
23. We did collect tweets with variants of the hashtag such as #BLM and #BlackLivesMatters.
However, their overall volume was significantly less than that of #BlackLivesMatter during our period
of study, so we focused our analysis on the main hashtag.
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level themes that emerged include: (1) BLM Drivers, (2) Global Protests,
Activism, and Allies, (3) Next Level Activism, (4) Legal Action and
Accountability, (5) Amplifiers such as Backlash and COVID, and (6) a catch-all
category of significant events, popular culture figures, and media references.
In stage three, we organized these major categories into subtopics that
helped tell a more complete story of the online activity taking place. This stage
was an iterative process that involved individual additions and deletions of
hashtags in each sub-category followed by group conversations to ensure
agreement. In November 2020, we expanded the data to also include the
prominent co-occurring hashtags between September 1 and November 15, 2020.
We then repeated the coding process to assess whether any additional categories
emerged based on these additional tweets. For example, the updated data
included many more co-occurring hashtags related to the 2020 election. Finally,
we identified frequently occurring hashtags in tweets that did not contain any of
the co-occurring hashtags already identified, and added additional hashtags to
the different subtopics as needed. Based on this third stage of analysis, we
constructed a theoretical model that explains how social media movements like
BLM can convert hashtag activism into broader social awareness and ultimately
cultural and legal change.
II.
BLM: FROM CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL MOVEMENT TO STRUCTURAL CHANGE
A. Black Lives Matter as a Social Media Powerhouse
Dating to 2013 as a Twitter response to George Zimmerman’s acquittal for
the killing of Trayvon Martin, the BLM movement has been the largest and
longest-lived social justice movement initiated on social media.24 Black people
were early adopters of Twitter and Instagram, and the #BlackLivesMatter
hashtag was widely and effectively used to document police and vigilante
violence toward Black people.25 The BLM movement also demonstrated its
ability to translate social media activism into on-the-ground activism when it
organized demonstrations in Ferguson, Missouri to protest the killing of Michael
Brown and what it stood for: the systematic targeting of Black people by a

24. See Larry Buchanan, Quoctrung Bui & Jugal K. Patel, Black Lives Matter May Be the
Largest
Movement
in
U.S.
History,
N.Y.
TIMES
(July
3,
2020),
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html; see also
Monica Anderson, Michael Barthel, Andrew Perrin & Emily A. Vogels, #BlackLivesMatter surges on
Twitter after George Floyd’s death, PEW RESCH. CTR. (June 10, 2020),
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/10/blacklivesmatter-surges-on-twitter-after-georgefloyds-death/.
25. See Social Media Fact Sheet, PEW RSCH. CTR. (Jun. 12, 2019),
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/social-media/; see also Jozie Nummi, Carly Jennings
& Joe Feagin, #BlackLivesMatter: Innovative Black Resistance, 34 SOCIO. F. 1042, 1056 (2019).
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militarized police.26 Following Ferguson, the BLM movement began to
formulate specific institutional and policy goals to end state violence against
Black people. That was years before the world had heard of George Floyd or
witnessed his death at the hands of Minneapolis police officers.
The BLM movement has been so effective that years before the
conflagration of 2020 its work was described as leading the “Third
Reconstruction,” the latest mass mobilization for racial justice and a new vision
of structural inequality.27 The overarching structure of the movement is a
decentralized network of activists with no formal hierarchy.28 The movement
includes an official organization, Black Lives Matter Global Network
Foundation, Inc. with chapters around the world, as well as a broader network of
activists and supporters of racial justice who are not affiliated with the formal
organization.29 In the seven years since its founding, BLM has only become more
sophisticated at using the internet to frame, formalize, and advance their agenda.
The renewed attention and activism that George Floyd’s death inspired in
2020 was possible because video images and social media were effectively
harnessed to transform injuries and outrages that were well-known within Black
26. Freelon et al., supra note 12, at 82 (“BLM borrowed many of its digital tactics from prior
movements, including the development and independent distribution of new issue narratives, media
criticism, systemic critiques, and enlisting well-known endorsers. But arguably the most substantial
difference between it and its predecessors has to do with the nature of police brutality as an issue. Simply
put, it is extremely well-suited to internet-based activism. Unlike wealth or income inequality, police
brutality is concrete, discrete in its manifestations, and above all, visual. Hashtagged names and other
digital memorials remind the public of the irreplaceable losses felt by the victims’ families. The
frighteningly common occurrence of these killings means that activists and journalists have no shortage
of occasions to discuss the issue. And the video and photographic evidence that is often available
provokes public outrage and disgust . . . “).
27. Paul Butler, The System is Working the Way it is Supposed To: The Limits of Criminal
Justice Reform, 104 Geo. L.J. 1419 (2016); see generally Garrett Chase, The Early History of the Black
Lives Matter Movement, and the Implications Thereof, 18 Nev. L.J. 1091, 1091-92 (2018) (noting that
the movement goes beyond traditional civil rights to fight for “full civil, social, political, legal, economic
and cultural rights”); Charles R. Lawrence III, The Fire This Time: Black Lives Matter, Abolitionist
Pedagogy and the Law, 65 J. LEGAL EDUC. 381, 386 (2015) (“This fledgling young people’s justice
movement has taken the name Black Lives Matter . . . . Today’s freedom fighters will learn from those
who fought for justice before them”); Amna A. Akbar, Toward A Radical Imagination of Law, 93
N.Y.U. L. Rev. 405, 413 (2018) (“Imagining with social movements seeking to transform the state
would invest law scholarship in a project of reconstruction and transformation”); Alicia Garza, A
Herstory of the #BlackLivesMatter Movement, The Feminist Wire, Oct. 7, 2014, at 3,
https://www.collectiveliberation.org/wpcontent/uploads/2015/01/Garza_Herstory_of_the_BlackLivesMatter_Movement.pdf (“Given the
disproportionate impact state violence has on Black lives, we understand that when Black people in this
country get free, the benefits will be wide reaching and transformative for society as a whole”).
28. Laura Barrón-López, Why the Black Lives Matter Movement Doesn’t Want a Singular
Leader, POLITICO (Jul. 22, 2020), https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/22/black-lives-mattermovement-leader-377369; Ashley Cole, Black Lives Matter: Decentralised Leadership and the
Problems of Online Organising, THE CONVERSATION (Jul. 15, 2020), http://theconversation.com/blacklives-matter-decentralised-leadership-and-the-problems-of-online-organising-140897.
29. Herstory, BLACK LIVES MATTER, https://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/ (last visited April
28, 2021); Jelani Cobb, The Matter of Black Lives, NEW YORKER (Mar. 6, 2016),
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/03/14/where-is-black-lives-matter-headed.
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communities into injustices that could no longer be ignored by the broader
population. Social media users leveraged the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter to shift
the narrative and tell a story that was not being shared in mainstream media. The
combination of a viral video and hashtag narratives made it easier for other users
on Twitter to search, link, and interact with one another within the hashtagged
world and to share stories and information related to it.30
Indeed, BLM had effectively laid the groundwork for the wrenching video
of Floyd’s death to serve as a tipping point. It did this through online activism
and years of building a policy agenda aimed at eliminating systemic racism in
education, housing, employment, health care, public services, criminal justice,
and policing. None of this was new, but it took repeated tragedy and a perfect
storm to get a broad spectrum of people to care.31
Figure 1 illustrates our first stage of analysis that traces the tweet activity
of the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter from January 1, 2019 to November 15, 2020.
Although 1A suggests one significant boom for the hashtag, followed by a
significant bust, a closer look at Figures 1B and 1C shows both the longevity of
the movement conversation and that 2020 was very different for
#BlackLivesMatter. The volume was much greater and the momentum lasted
longer, even months following the primary spike, which is atypical for social
media activism.32

30. Yang, supra note 25, at 14.
31. See Helier Cheung, George Floyd Death: Why US Protests Are So Powerful This Time,
BBC (June 8, 2020), https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-52969905 (“Mr. Floyd’s death came
shortly after the deaths of Ahmaud Arbery and Breonna Taylor . . . .[activist Frank Leon] Roberts
described Mr. Floyd’s death as ‘the last straw for many communities’”); see generally Jelani Ince, Fabio
Rojas & Clayton A. Davis, The Social Media Response to Black Lives Matter: How Twitter Users
Interact with Black Lives Matter through Hashtag Use, 40 ETHNIC & RACIAL STUD. 1814, 1815 (2017)
(“A fundamental observation about social movements is that they frame social issues. . . .That is, they
engage in a process of meaning construction that allows audiences within the movement to understand
a social situation in a specific way.”).
32. Janette Lehmann et al., supra note 15.
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Figure 1: Volume of Tweets and Retweets using #BlackLivesMatter,
January 1, 2019 - November 15, 2020
Figure 1B shows the baseline between January 1, 2019 and the end of April
2020, where the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter was tweeted on average over 2,100
times per day, with a few short-lived spikes that returned back to the usual
activity after just a day or two. The most significant #BlackLivesMatter activity
prior to May 2020 occurred June 14-16, 2019, when the daily tweet count
reached over 30,000, and February 5-8, 2020, when it reached over 40,000. Both
of those spikes came in reaction to events important to the social movement for
racial justice. For example, on June 13, 2019, Michigan state prosecutors
announced they were dropping all charges against the Flint city officials accused
of contaminating the city’s drinking water.33 BLM had explicitly connected the
Flint water supply crisis to environmental racism as well as state indifference
and violence.34 At almost the same time, in mid-June 2019 the disciplinary trial

33. Mitch Smith, Flint Water Prosecutors Drop Criminal Charges, With Plans to Keep
Investigating, N.Y. TIMES (Jun. 13, 2019), https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/13/us/flint-water-crisischarges-dropped.html.
34. Raven Rakia, Black Lives Matters calls the Flint water crisis an act of “state violence”,
GRIST (Jan. 25, 2016), https://grist.org/living/black-lives-matters-calls-the-flint-water-crisis-an-act-ofstate-violence/. Part of the BLM statement read:
Black people in America – especially those living in rural and poor areas – have long been
denied the same access to clean drinking and water for bathing and sanitation as everyone
else. The crisis in Flint is not an isolated incident. State violence in the form of contaminated
water or no access to water at all is pervasive in Black communities.
Id.
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of Daniel Pantaleo, one of the officers who killed Eric Garner, came to an end,35
and on June 13, the Washington Post reported that an attorney for the NYPD
Union had claimed that Eric Garner died due to obesity.36
Similarly, February 3-7, 2020 was billed as Black Lives Matter at School
Week and was endorsed across the country by school districts and the largest
teacher’s union, the National Education Association.37 On February 7, the
Boston Police Union President spoke out against BLM events in Boston schools
and asked the Boston Teachers Union to pull its support.38 On that day the daily
tweet count for #BlackLivesMatter reached over 40,000.
The dramatic levels of activity in May and June 2020 did not come out of
nowhere. By the beginning of May 2020, #BlackLivesMatter was not a new
hashtag, but rather an established one. At the beginning of April were the first
widespread reports showing that African Americans were disproportionately
contracting and dying from the coronavirus,39 and daily tweets of the hashtag
briefly rose to over 18,000. Then on May 5, the video of Ahmaud Arbery’s
February 23 murder was released on YouTube40 and on May 6 the hashtag was
used over 38,000 times. On May 7, with the arrests of Gregory and Travis
McMichael,41 that number rose to over 62,000. On May 25, George Floyd was
murdered and his brutal death went viral on social media.42 The significant
Twitter spikes prior to May 2020 pale in comparison to the activity of
#BlackLivesMatter in the first month following George Floyd’s killing. The day
after George Floyd’s death, the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag was used
approximately 390,000 times and on May 27, it was tweeted more than 1.7
million times. During the two weeks following Floyd’s death, the daily use of
the #BlackLivesMatter hashtag hovered between 1.3 and 2 million tweets and
35. Nick Pinto, Trial Ends for Officer Involved in Eric Garner’s Death, the Wait for a Decision
Begins, GOTHAMIST (June 7, 2019, 9:53 a.m.), https://gothamist.com/news/trial-ends-for-officerinvolved-in-eric-garners-death-the-wait-for-a-decision-begins.
36. Wesley Lowery, ‘I Can’t Breathe’: Five Years after Eric Garner Died in Struggle with New
York Police, Resolution Still Elusive, WASH. POST (June 13, 2019, 8:03 p.m.),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/i-cant-breathe-five-years-after-eric-garner-died-in-strugglewith-new-york-police-resolution-still-elusive/2019/06/13/23d7fad8-78f5-11e9-bd25c989555e7766_story.html.
37. Danny McDonald, Police Union Knocks Group’s Role in School Week, BOSTON GLOBE,
Feb. 6, 2020, at B1-B2.
38. Id.
39. Akilah Johnson & Talia Buford, Early Data Shows African Americans Have Contracted
and Died of Coronavirus at an Alarming Rate, PROPUBLICA (April 3, 2020),
https://www.propublica.org/article/early-data-shows-african-americans-have-contracted-and-died-ofcoronavirus-at-an-alarming-rate.
40. Janelle Griffith, Ahmaud Arbery Shooting: A Timeline of the Case, NBC NEWS (May 11,
2020), https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/ahmaud-arbery-shooting-timeline-case-n1204306.
41. Id.
42. Evan Hill, Ainara Tiefenthäler, Christiaan Triebert, Drew Jordan, Haley Willis & Robin
Stein, How George Floyd Was Killed in Police Custody, N.Y. TIMES (May 31, 2020),
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/us/george-floyd-investigation.html.
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retweets per day. During this month, the average volume was over 500,000, a
daily average that was more than three hundred times greater than the daily
average in the prior year and a half.
In July 2020, daily tweets fell below 200,000 over multiple days for the
first time since George Floyd’s death as protest activity also declined. While the
June spike and the drop in July is eerily similar to #MeToo and other social media
movement trends, what is notable in this instance is how long the spike lasted
and how high use of the hashtag remained, even through November 15, 2020. In
Figure 1C, between July and November, the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter was
tweeted on average over 67,000 times per day, a drop from the prior two months,
but significantly higher than the pre-Floyd volume which averaged
approximately 2,100 tweets per day. The most significant spikes during this
period were when Jacob Blake was shot seven times on August 23 by a police
officer in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and during the protests that followed, when a
teenage counter-protester armed with an assault rifle killed two protesters.43
Then, on August 26, as protests continued in Wisconsin, a four-day event to
protest the killing of Breonna Taylor ended in Kentucky with the arrests of
dozens of protesters engaged in a sit-in.44 After the protests for Breonna Taylor,
#BlackLivesMatter hashtag activity died down significantly through the fall. The
decline itself was not surprising given the focus on the US presidential election,
but it is noteworthy that even the lower daily volume between September 1 and
November 15 remained substantially higher than pre-George Floyd levels.
This #BlackLivesMatter hashtag activity demonstrates the influence of
BLM in using its social media presence to change the conversation about race
and racism in the United States, and to help define how people around the world
respond to police violence and other forms of racial inequality.45 In the following
section, we provide a closer empirical analysis of this #BlackLivesMatter
activity on Twitter. This data analysis enabled us to build a conceptual model to
better understand how contemporary social movements can harness the power of
social media to create widespread social awareness, new cultural understandings,
and ultimately legal change.

43. Neil MacFarquhar, Suspect in Kenosha Killings Lionized the Police, N.Y. TIMES (Aug. 27,
2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/27/us/kyle-rittenhouse-kenosha.html.
44. Laurel Wamsley, Dozens Arrested In Louisville Protest Calling For Justice For Breonna
Taylor, NPR (Aug. 26, 2020), https://www.npr.org/sections/live-updates-protests-for-racialjustice/2020/08/26/906227546/at-least-64-arrested-in-louisville-protests-calling-for-justice-forbreonna-tayl.
45. See Ince, supra note 31, at 1818 (“We argue that the use of hashtags, and other indexing
behaviours, are a form of distributed framing. That is, framing via hashtags is one way that movements
develop an understanding of problems and solutions that does not exclusively rely on leaders within the
movement or other highly visible individuals. Instead, a larger audience can append their own meanings
to the messages emanating from a movement and create communities focused around more specific
issues.”).
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B. Tweets and Streets: The Dynamic Relationship between Online and
Offline Activism
Focusing in on the period between May 1, 2020 and November 15, 2020,
Figure 2 illustrates the core topics of BLM-related conversation on Twitter. This
figure shows a circle for each hashtag that co-occurs with #BlackLivesMatter.
Larger circles occur more frequently, while smaller circles occur less frequently.
The colors of the circles correspond to the high-level topics. The most frequent
single hashtag used between May 1 and November 15, 2020 is #georgefloyd,
appearing in over 1.1 million tweets.46 The most frequent topic—BLM drivers
(red)—includes subtopics that relate to the animating mission of BLM: exposing
police violence, raising awareness of racism and inequality, and identifying
victims. The next most frequent topic is protests, allies, and solidarity and
activism (yellow). Figure 2 helps show how, in a moment of opportunity, BLM
was able to use its already substantial presence on social media to frame the
conversation (red), organize protests and inspire solidarity and activism
(yellow), facilitate “next level” activism online and offline (green), and push for
accountability and policy initiatives on racial justice (blue).

Figure 2: Major Topics of Discussion on Twitter in Posts Containing
#BlackLivesMatter
46. For this analysis, we combine the frequencies of the different variant spellings of a hashtag
into a single value. For example, we would combine #georgefloyd and #georgefloyds.
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While outrage was already brewing, it was clearly the video of George
Floyd’s murder that ignited a sustained series of protests and other offline events
calling for racial justice and police accountability that worked in tandem with
social media to renew and fuel a broader movement. Figure 2 helps illustrate the
dynamic interaction between online and offline activity. Social media served at
least three key roles for BLM following the death of George Floyd. One, it helped
spread links to the video to increase its visibility. It also leveraged the viral video
to spark increased activism. Second, it quickly disseminated the information that
led to and allowed for responsive collective action. Through daily
communications, organizers effectively reached and coordinated newer activists
and others who traditional movements may overlook. Third, it also helped
capture some of the mass mobilization as well as police abuse at the protests that
enabled the movement to adapt and respond in turn. This allowed activists to
offer a narrative of events that could have taken much longer for mass media
outlets to capture and share.
The scope and persistence of the offline activism was only possible because
it was coordinated online. Across the globe, individuals from all races, ages, and
socioeconomic status took to social media and the streets to collectively express
their outrage and solidarity. Our hashtag analysis suggests that BLM found an
expanded network of organizational allies in the LGBTQ+ rights movement, the
women’s rights movement, and in the movements of other marginalized groups.
Corporations, universities, members of congress, and other high-powered
institutions also spoke out and pledged to do their part in dismantling systemic
inequality. Social media was used to facilitate it all, highlighting the breadth and
depth of the growing community of supporters.
Like other movements, broad participation in Black Lives Matter was
further fueled by the broader social-political context and key events. In this case,
intense political division, the spread of COVID-19, and the resulting economic
turmoil created the conditions for a perfect storm that predated George Floyd.47
Americans faced historic unemployment, political distrust, and the strain of
intense isolation after many weeks of quarantine.48 This perfect storm was
unleashed by George Floyd’s death, and the dynamic online and offline activism
that followed paved the way for an even deeper racial reckoning. Activists used
this hybrid online and offline approach to frame that reckoning, to organize
money donations, die-ins, and mural paintings; they tore down statues, circulated

47. Maneesh Arora, How the Coronavirus Pandemic Helped the Floyd Protests Become the
Biggest
in
U.S.
History,
WASH.
POST
(Aug.
5,
2020,
7:00
a.m.),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/08/05/how-coronavirus-pandemic-helped-floydprotests-become-biggest-us-history/; on the role of the existing political division on the protests see
Michael T. Heaney, Protest at the Center of American Politics, J. INT’L AFFS., Spr.-Sum. 2020, 195,
196-97.
48. Arora, supra note 50.
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petitions, and proposed policies. Professional athletes and politicians took a
knee.49
C. A Theory of How to Move from Social Media Movements to Structural
Change
Figure 3 presents a theoretical model using our typology of hashtags that
co-occur with #BlackLivesMatter. This model leverages the Twitter data to
illustrate what we see with BLM, but it also captures a more generalized process
through which contemporary social movements can create long term systemic
change. We illustrate our general theory of how social media movements evolve
vertically on the left. We then use the model to demonstrate how our empirical
analysis and resulting hashtag typology support and further delineate how this
process has occurred for BLM.
The gray box at the top of the figure is the social movement, in this case
#BlackLivesMatter. The red boxes are the drivers that represent the motivating
issues of the movement, and include the hashtags that drive the social media
conversation. For BLM, this includes the overarching goals of exposing police
violence, humanizing victims, and raising awareness of racism and inequality.
Following the death of George Floyd in May 2020, the movement picked up
enough momentum to both spark and coordinate mass protests across the globe
with the broad support of individuals, institutions, and a multitude of
intersectional and allied movements. This is illustrated by the yellow boxes. Both
the drivers and the initial support capture the awareness phase of the movement.
Once the social media conversation went “to the streets,” these highly
visible protests garnered consistent media attention, continued to fuel the social
media conversation, and translated to changes in the way many people felt and
the urgency with which they acted.50 This marks an evolution beyond the social
awareness generated by a movement to cultural change, which then sets the stage
for further institutionalized legal and policy change.51 What started as a hashtag
to raise social awareness of racialized police violence launched a widespread
racial reckoning that evoked solidarity and activism, including concrete actions
like economic mobilization, Black empowerment, and heightened political
participation; these profound effects are indicia of cultural change.

49. John Eligon, Black Lives Matter Grows as Movement While Facing New Challenges, N.Y.
TIMES (Aug. 28, 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/28/us/black-lives-matter-protest.html.
50. See Helier Cheung, supra note 34.
51. See Freelon et al., supra note 12, at 10 (“To better understand user motivations for tweeting
about BLM-related issues and engaging in conversation around related issues, interview participants
were asked about the kinds of social changes they wanted to see as a result of their online activism. Their
comments ranged from identifying a political candidate in the 2016 presidential election who would
make racial justice part of their platform to the complete dissolution of local law enforcement groups.
The primary type of desired outcome was policy change, whether driven by voters at the grassroots level
or by federal or judicial mandate.”).
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While the movement from social awareness to cultural change is an
accomplishment in itself, it also explains “how” the social media movement can
move closer to the legal and policy changes that have the potential to
institutionalize its goals and create a more lasting impact on the Black
community and society more broadly. The blue boxes at the bottom of the model
illustrate some of the overarching legal and policy aims of BLM that can solidify
the cultural momentum into the institutional change needed to dismantle deeply
entrenched systemic racism.52 The changes highlighted in the online movement
focus on justice and accountability for victims of police violence, policies that
reimagine policing, and broader systemic reform required to change the lives of
Black people, including equitable education, housing, economic opportunities,
and health care.
Lastly, the orange boxes are “amplifiers” that remind us that social
movements are not alone in social media conversations. In 2020, the global
coronavirus pandemic fueled conversation and activism. It is also important to
note that not all tweets with the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter were supportive of
the movement or its goals. This is consistent with other online movements where
other parties interested in the same topic emerge to wield their own power, often
in opposition to the movement in the form of backlash.53

Figure 3: The Anatomy of BLM: A Typology of Hashtags that Co-Occur
with #BlackLivesMatter
52. About Black Lives Matter, BLACK LIVES MATTER, https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/ (last
visited April 29, 2021).
53. Freelon et al., supra note 12, at 992.
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III.
GETTING FROM SOCIAL AWARENESS TO CULTURAL CHANGE
Social justice movements are not just about the activism and mobilization
of those who support a cause. They are also about educating those who do not
yet support a cause, but might under the right circumstances. Evan Wolfson, the
founder of Freedom to Marry and the architect of the campaign for marriage
equality, has said of the decades-long effort to constitutionally protect same-sex
marriage that although litigation was always central to their strategy, they “had
to think and work beyond litigation and law.”54 According to Wolfson, it was not
new legal arguments that were needed, but “getting people to open their hearts,
change their minds, and be willing to see what was always there.”55
Legal change requires cultural change and cultural change requires learning
to see things differently. Freedom to Marry and their Twitter campaign
#LoveWins humanized LGBTQ+ people, told their stories, and taught others to
understand their struggle and to share their goal of having their love
recognized.56 Similarly, BLM has long used their platform to build social
awareness by humanizing the victims of police violence, by educating the public
to better understand anti-Black racism and inequality more broadly, and by
encouraging solidarity around the goal of racial justice. This foundational
education and awareness allowed BLM to capitalize on the attention and
intensity of the protests and the social media discussion they generated to expand
their base of allies, broaden the cultural reach and understanding, and inspire
supporters to be activists. In essence, they were getting people to see what was
always there—a more systemic form of racial inequality.
The breadth of the protests and the depth of active commitment to the
movement also inspired a set of tangible results, what we term “next level
activism”: economic collective action, Black empowerment, and political
participation. First, it put pressure on consumers, corporations, and organizations
to not only support racial equality but to financially commit to it, inspiring
fundraising, boycotts, and corporate economic support for the Black
community.57 In addition, BLM has continued to speak to and work for its core
supporters and part of the cultural change we see online is the emphasis on Black
empowerment and solidarity within the Black community. Lastly, BLM inspired
increased participation in the political process at the same time that the cultural

54. Evan Wolfson, The Freedom to Marry Win, Hart Lecture, Georgetown University Law
Center, Sept. 28, 2016.
55. Id.
56. See
Behind
The
Hashtag:
#LoveWins,
HASHTAGS
UNPLUGGED,
http://series.hashtagsunplugged.com/lovewins (last visited Dec. 16, 2020).
57. See, e.g., Lisa Lockwood, Customers Respond to How Brands React to BLM Movement,
WWD: WOMEN’S WEAR DAILY, June 9, 2020, at 18; see also Jamil Smith, The Power of Black Lives
Matter, ROLLING STONE, July 2020, at 27.
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and political divisiveness of the 2020 election amplified attention to the
movement.58
Part A explores the first stage of cultural change which involves educating
people about victims, the harms of police brutality, and broader issues of racism
and inequality. Part B discusses how the movement activity can evolve from
primarily raising social awareness online to building alliances and solidarity, and
mobilizing supporters to protest and be actively invested in change. Part C
addresses the next level of activism which focuses on more tangible economic
and political commitments while the core community expresses pride, power,
and a central role in the continuing struggle for equality.
A. Normalize Equality: Raising Social Awareness
One aspect of BLM’s success as a movement is that its core concerns of
exposing police violence, naming and humanizing victims, and highlighting
racism and inequality have stayed consistent and are highly adaptable—they are
used not only to raise awareness in individuals but to deepen cultural
understanding. The protests and the online conversation taught people to feel
differently and see differently than they had before. This Part uses our data to
explain how BLM effectively raised global awareness of those core concerns,
which are drivers of movement activity.
1. Humanizing Victims
Giving names and identities to people, placing them in a family, learning
about their story, their hopes, and their hardships—these are the fundamental
ways that strangers come to matter to us. The online conversation about Black
lives since George Floyd’s death highlights the centrality of his name and the
names of many other victims in raising awareness, cultivating empathy, and
encouraging solidarity with the goals of the BLM movement. Identifying victims
not only creates empathy at the individual level, but it also helps create a
historical record and cultural change.
By far the largest group of hashtags that co-occurred with
#BlackLivesMatter between May and mid-November 2020 were hashtags of
victims’ names—primarily victims of police violence but some victims of
vigilantes or others who died in violent and racialized circumstances.59 Included
in this category are expressions of condolence associated with victims, such as

58. Jackie Menjivar, Black Lives Matter Protests: What’s Been Achieved So Far,
DoSomething.org (Aug. 13, 2020), https://www.dosomething.org/us/articles/black-lives-matterprotests-whats-been-achieved-so-far; Austa Somvichian-Clausen, What the 2020 Black Lives Matters
Protests Have Achieved So Far, THE HILL (June 2020), https://thehill.com/changingamerica/respect/equality/502121-what-the-2020-black-lives-matter-protests-have-achieved-so (citing
various state and local police reforms, prosecutions of police, removal of racist monuments, recognition
of Juneteenth as a holiday).
59. See, e.g., Ince et al., supra note 31, at 1821; Freelon et al., supra note 12, at 47, 61, 65.
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#rip or #restinpower.60 Hashtags associated with victims’ names co-occurred
with #BlackLivesMatter over 1.8 million times during the six-month period.
Figure 4 shows the hashtags related to the victims that occurred at least 30,000
times. The hashtag #georgefloyd and variants of his name co-occurred with
#BlackLivesMatter well over a million times and far more than any other single
hashtag.

Figure 4: Victim Identification Hashtags that Co-Occur with
#BlackLivesMatter
George Floyd did not start the nation’s racial reckoning and he will not end
it. Yet his name became a vehicle for thinking about Black lives and the
inequalities of Black deaths; in 2020, his was the central name around which the
Black Lives Matter movement raised awareness and inspired solidarity and
activism. An important aspect of George Floyd’s prominence among victims is
the video that was taken of his murder. The intimacy, length, and brutality of the
video generated broad empathy and outrage. It also contributed to the synergy
between awareness and activism; the social media and mainstream media heavily
reported Floyd’s death, the protests and online activity continued to focus on
him, and the media continued to cover his life and humanized him further.61

60. Excluded from this category were the many hashtags used to organize protests, such as
#georgefloydprotests and those that specifically sought accountability for victims, such as
#justiceforgeorgefloyd; these are analyzed in Parts III and IV below.
61. See e.g., Manny Fernandez & Audra D. S. Burch, George Floyd, From ‘I Want to Touch
the World’ to ‘I Can’t Breathe,’ N.Y. TIMES (Jul. 29, 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/article/georgefloyd-who-is.html; Alisha Ebrahimji, This Is How Loved Ones Want Us to Remember George Floyd,
CNN (Jun. 3, 2020), https://www.cnn.com/2020/05/27/us/george-floyd-trnd/index.html.

2021]

#BLACKLIVESMATTER

19

In one sense George Floyd’s name—and the human dignity associated with
it—served as a stand-in for and a memorial to the countless unarmed Black
people who have died at the hands of police before him and those who would die
in the future. Yet, as Figure 4 shows, the online conversation also named and
acknowledged many other victims of racial violence. The hashtags of victims’
names are noteworthy for including not only the lives lost to police violence
during the spring and summer of 2020—especially Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud
Arbery, Tony McDade, Rayshard Brooks, Andres Guardado, and Jacob Blake—
but for also highlighting the names of Black victims whose deaths had
contributed to building a racial justice movement online and offline: Emmett
Till, Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, Sandra Bland,
Alton Sterling, Philando Castile, Matthew Tucker, Pamela Turner, and Elijah
McClain. In this way, the hashtags reclaim the lives, deaths, and humanity of
those that preceded George Floyd.
2. Racism and Police Violence
These two significant groups of hashtags are BLM drivers because they
capture the anger over police treatment and a fuller understanding of the
relationship between police violence and the racial inequality that produces it.
Hashtags that invoked police entities and the indignation they inspire cooccurred with #BlackLivesMatter approximately 350,000 times during the
relevant period, and hashtags about racism and inequality co-occurred over
330,000 times.
The hashtags that encompass police entities and violence call out many
specific police departments, but focus heavily on distrust and brutal treatment.
The highest co-occurring hashtags in this category were #acab, representing the
slogan “all cops are bastards,” which was tweeted over 90,000 times, and
#policebrutality, which was tweeted approximately 82,000 times. This category
also speaks more broadly to #policeviolence, including various police shootings,
over-policing at protests, #murder, and #unarmed.
The racism and inequality hashtags capture a set of topics that indicate a
shift in thinking about racism within the larger culture, encompassing in addition
to #racism itself, #slavery, #whiteprivilege, #whitesupremacy, #genocide, the
#kkk, the #confederateflag, #statues, #systemicracism, as well as references to
specific instances or forms of racism such as #amycooper, #kylerittenhouse,
#karens, and #proudboys.
B. I Can’t Breathe: Inspiring Solidarity and Widespread Activism
This subsection uses our data to explain how BLM effectively translated
the increased social awareness into recruiting allies, organizing protests, and
building solidarity around activism for racial justice. The three categories in
yellow in our model worked together to shift the cultural understanding of racism
by exploiting the synergies of online and offline activism.
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1. Protests and Allies
In 2020, the widespread activism in support of the movement was fueled
by the broader social-political context and key events. In this case, intense
political division, the pandemic, and the resulting economic turmoil created the
conditions for mass protests. Across the globe, individuals from all races, ages,
and socioeconomic status took to social media and the streets to collectively
express their outrage at George Floyd’s murder and the many other victims of
police violence. There were multiple protests in every U.S. state and cities
around the world.
Our data show that between the beginning of May and mid-November
2020, there were over 1.1 million #BlackLivesMatter posts with hashtags
specifying one of 208 global locations, and over 800,000 posts mentioning one
or more protest-related hashtags. Some of the locations frequently mentioned
include #kenosha, #portland, #seattle, #minneapolis, #atlanta, and #chicago. The
most common protest-related hashtag was #dcprotest, which was used over
130,000 times during this period. Other common protest hashtags include
#protests2020, #georgefloydprotests, #portlandprotests, #nycprotests, and
#blmprotest.
The protests were possible on the scale they achieved in part because BLM
had already raised awareness and cultivated allies. By inspiring intersectional
and other allied groups as well as new supporters, BLM was able to mobilize
allies quickly to build on the early activism. The co-occurring hashtags suggest
that BLM found an expanded network of organizational allies in the LGBTQ+
rights movement, the women’s rights movement, and in the movements of other
marginalized groups. For example, the most common hashtags in the category
of intersectional and allied movements reflect the global expansion of BLM
itself, such as #blacklivesmatteruk; the intersectionality of the movement,
reflected in hashtags like #blacktranslivesmatter; the fellow travelers of #lgbtq,
#metoo, and #indigenouslivesmatter; as well as digital activism allies like
#anonymous.
2. Solidarity and Activism
Activism can take many forms, and the protests were one very visible kind
of activism. The hashtags in the solidarity and activism category embody the
animating ideas, movement slogans, and demands for equality that were
prevalent in the online conversation, repeated at the protests, and ultimately
embedded in the national vocabulary. Some of the hashtags are responses to the
drivers of the BLM campaign. For example, the responses to racism and
inequality appear in the activism category as calls for action on these topics:
#noracism, #endracism, and #stopracism. In addition to calling for #justice and
#equality, the activism hashtags also include many expressions of solidarity in
hashtags that seek to counter hate and division with #love and #solidarity.
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Another set of common hashtags that both built solidarity and motivated
activism were the powerful phrases that became movement slogans. These
animating ideas were often responses to core BLM concerns. As one example,
naming individual victims of police violence was crucial to developing
awareness and empathy, but it was the focus on humanization—the activist
admonition to #sayhername and #saytheirnames—that became one of the iconic
phrases of the movement. Those hashtags did double duty: they helped humanize
the victims and they helped translate that sense of shared humanity and outrage
into protests and activism. We coded these phrases as solidarity and activism
because they became among the most common chants at protests and symbolic
of the movement more generally. As movement slogans they also entered the
common parlance, familiar even to those who neither participated in nor
supported the BLM cause. That discursive effect is part of what creates cultural
change.
Perhaps no BLM phrase has been as effective at raising awareness and
inspiring solidarity and activism as #icantbreathe. It is poetic in its ability to
convey so much meaning with so few words. It elicits pain, solidarity, and an
invitation to participants and allies to learn to see things differently. The phrase
succinctly captures the effects of police violence and racism at the same time
that it stands for an insistence that people acknowledge the Black experience of
suffocating from racism so pervasive and deeply ingrained as to be almost
invisible. Part of the power of #icantbreathe as an iconic phrase was the way it
linked allies and participants in its complex meaning.
Given the power of the phrase #icantbreathe, it is not surprising that it was
the single most common hashtag in this broad category, tweeted with
#BlackLivesMatter more than 300,000 times during the relevant period. Figure
5 shows the solidarity and activism hashtags that occur at least 30,000 times. In
addition to movement slogans, other commonly co-occurring hashtags represent
resistance to racism and violence and general demands for justice, such as
#nojusticenopeace, #justice, #enoughisenough, #normalizeequality, and
#taketheknee, which encourages people to kneel in solidarity.62
Another important form of BLM activism that occurred both on Twitter and
in public squares across the U.S. was the debate over the meaning of national
symbols, holidays, and monuments. This debate is evident in the hashtags, with
many posts referencing various statues or reacting to Trump’s use of the July 4th
holiday in 2020 to condemn BLM protesters as “anarchists, agitators, and
looters.”63 The popular removal or defacement of confederate monuments as part
of BLM protests and activity is a powerful example of the impact of BLM
activism on cultural understanding. These monuments have been a staple of
62. The hashtag #taketheknee garnered 52,645 tweets.
63. Richard Luscombe, Trump celebrates Fourth of July by stoking division over pandemic and
race, THE GUARDIAN (July 5, 2020), https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jul/05/trump-julyfourth-speech-rushmore-coronavirus-race-protests.
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American public space for more than a century and a half and have been fought
and defended for as long. BLM activism changed the politics and meaning of
these monuments broadly enough that over 130 have come down since George
Floyd’s death.64

Figure 5: Solidarity & Activism Hashtags that Co-Occur with
#BlackLivesMatter
Taken together these co-occurring hashtags continue to convey an acute
awareness of racism and police violence. They also do more than this; they attest
to a change in the broader culture that brought together diverse allies, widespread
protests, and intergenerational activism for equality and police reform. This
cultural shift marks a growing understanding among the general public that statesanctioned violence is a pervasive part of Black life.65
C. No Justice No Peace: Next Level Activism
The education, allies, and activism catalyzed by the BLM protests
translated not only into changing hearts and minds, but also into next level
activism, with more concrete financial and political support which could be used
to help begin to unroot deep systemic inequalities. As cultural change becomes
64. Erik Ortiz, These Confederate Statues Were Removed. But Where Did They Go?, NBC
NEWS (Sep. 20, 2020), https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/these-confederate-statues-wereremoved-where-did-they-go-n1240268; see generally Whose Heritage? Public Symbols of the
Confederacy,
SOUTHERN
POVERTY
LAW
CENTER
(Feb.
1,
2019),
https://www.splcenter.org/20190201/whose-heritage-public-symbols-confederacy#executivesummary (explaining that public entities sanitize and distort history when they display and honor
Confederate flags, figures, and monuments).
65. See Patricia Hill Collins, The Tie that Binds: Race, Gender and US Violence, 21 ETHNIC &
RACIAL STUD. 917-18 (1998).
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more widely accepted it puts pressure on celebrities, corporations, and
organizations to make public and economic commitments. It also inspires
political debate and activity. And in the case of BLM, it inspired a robust
conversation about Black empowerment, pride, representation, and resilience.
1. Economic Collective Action
As the unrest intensified in the streets, and BLM gained more supporters
seeking racial reckoning in their schools, workplaces, and communities,
economic demands followed. When social movements are able to shift the
cultural norms sufficiently, corporate endorsement and donations are a common
response. For example, dozens of companies, including Visa, Marriott, and
Target, among others, endorsed marriage equality using the Freedom to Marry
hashtag #LoveWins.66 Companies now regularly sponsor annual Pride Parades
and create unique brands and products celebrating LGBTQ+ equality.67 As part
of the broader #MeToo cultural reckoning, several companies issued statements
supporting harassment-free workplaces.68 For BLM, the largest economic
discussion on Twitter was centered around a global fundraising campaign to
match the million dollars that BTS, the Korean pop band, donated to the BLM
movement. Their campaign sparked hashtags ranging from #matchamillion and
#bts to #btsarmy. After giving $1 million to BLM, BTS inspired its fans to donate
$1.3 million to a dozen related advocacy groups.69
With involvement and demands so widespread, the culture was shifting and
it became impossible for powerful institutions to maintain ignorance and
companies began to take a public stance by issuing statements of solidarity. A
wide variety of corporations also contributed financially to the movement, either
to the Black Lives Matter Global Network Foundation or to other anti-racism
organizations.70 Some corporate financial commitments did not designate

66. Jordan Valinsky, #LoveWins: Brands Explode with Pride Following Gay Marriage Ruling,
DIGIDAY (June 26, 2015), https://digiday.com/marketing/lovewins-brands-explode-celebrationfollowing-gay-marriage-ruling/; see also Freelon, supra note 12.
67. Pride
for
Sale,
WASH.
POST
(June
20,
2019),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/opinions/pride-for-sale/; Brian Sloan & Dan Avery,
Pride Looks Different in 2020, But These 50+ Brands Are Still Supporting the LGBTQ Community with
Pride Collections, INSIDER (June 5, 2020, 1:55 p.m.), https://www.insider.com/38-brands-celebratingpride-with-collections-that-support-lgbtq-people-2020-6.
68. Business Response to Sexual Harassment in the Workplace and the #MeToo Movement,
WEBER
SHANDWICK
(last
visited
Apr.
29,
2021),
https://www.webershandwick.com/uploads/news/files/Business_Response_to_Sexual_Harassment_in
_the_Workplace_and_the_MeToo_Movement.pdf.
69. Natasha Turak, K-pop’s BTS donated $1 Million to Black Lives Matter, Its Fan Army
Matched It in a Day — and Now John Cena’s on Board, CNBC (June 8, 2020, 3:22 p.m.),
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/06/08/bts-donated-1-million-to-black-lives-matter-its-fans-matched-it-ina-day.html.
70. Isabel Togoh, Corporate Donations Tracker: Here Are The Companies Giving Millions To
Anti-Racism
Efforts,
FORBES
(Jun.
3,
2020),
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recipients or dedicated the money to initiatives internal to the company. Walmart
pledged $100 million for an internal racial equity center.71 Bank of America
announced a $1 billion commitment to programs that help “communities of color
address economic and racial inequality.”72 PepsiCo pledged $400 million to
initiatives that “lift up Black communities and increase Black representation” at
the company.73 Apple’s announced a “Racial Equity and Justice Initiative with a
$100 million commitment.”74 And Comcast announced “a plan to designate $100
million to fight injustice and inequality against any race, ethnicity, gender
identity, sexual orientation or ability,” with much of that money going to internal
projects.75 The point is that there was scrutiny of how corporations were
choosing to answer consumer demands that they, too, pay attention and put their
money behind their mass emails and public broadcasts.
2. Black Empowerment
As Black Lives Matter Co-Founder Alicia Garza has said, “Black Lives
Matter has come to signify a new era of black power, black resistance and black
resilience. For black folks, this is our renaissance.”76 Our data support this
assertion. As part of the cultural shift toward racial reckoning, the
#BlackLivesMatter hashtag has also been used widely to express Black pride and
power. Figure 6 shows the highest frequency hashtags—those occurring at least
10,000 times—related to Black empowerment. We see the emphasis on being
Black and celebrating being Black in hashtags such as #black and #juneteenth.
Other relevant hashtags not shown in Figure 6 focus on Black women and girls,
such as #blackwomenmatter and #blackgirlsrock, and on the strength of being
Black, like #blackpower. This embrace and pride of identity reinforces the pride
in culture and the social inequity. This empowerment strategy is directly
connected to concrete, on-the-ground activist efforts reaching far beyond social
media presence.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/isabeltogoh/2020/06/01/corporate-donations-tracker-here-are-thecompanies-giving-millions-to-anti-racism-efforts/.
71. Maria Salenetri, Verify: Did These Companies Donate Millions of Dollars to Black Lives
Matter?, WUSA9.COM (Aug. 26, 2020), https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/verify/draft-verify-didthese-companies-donate-millions-of-dollars-to-black-lives-matter/65-bdd590e9-0118-44a6-9e731ab7775235ea.
72. Id.
73. Id.
74. Id.
75. Id.
76. Catherine L. Langford & Montené Speight, #BlackLivesMatter: Epistemic Positioning,
Challenges,
and
Possibilities,
5
J.
CONTEMP.
RHETORIC
78
(2015),
http://contemporaryrhetoric.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Langford_Speight_11_4.pdf, as quoted
in Tre’vell Anderson, 2015 BET Experience: Black Lives Matter Takes Center Stage, L.A. TIMES (Jun.
28, 2015), https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/music/posts/la-et-ms-black-lives-matter-2015-betexperience-20150627-story.html.
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Figure 6: Black Empowerment Hashtags that Co-Occur with
#BlackLivesMatter
According to Black Lives Matter Global Network co-founder, Opal
Tometi, Black-centered organizations such as the Black Alliance for Just
Immigration—which she used to lead—are utilizing a mutual-aid model of
collecting resources, such as money, food, or different skills within the
community.77 Many contemporary activists see this type of self-reliance and
accountability as one of the most effective and empowering ways to counter
systemic barriers.78
The Black empowerment hashtags portray community demands to uplift
and be uplifted, specifically through action-driven solutions. This can be seen in
tweets such as #blackexcellence and #blackownedbusinesses. For example, a
form of economic mobilization was referenced as #blackoutday2020. At its core,
this was Black empowerment where Black consumers collectively pledged not
to make purchases, unless the money was directed towards black-owned
businesses.79 Similarly, #blackouttuesday was an effort begun by Black
executives in the music industry to disrupt business as usual in an effort to reflect
on the role of Black artists in generating industry profits; it quickly became a

77. Isaac Chotiner, A Black Lives Matter Co-Founder Explains Why This Time Is Different,
NEW YORKER (July 3, 2020), https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/a-black-lives-matter-cofounder-explains-why-this-time-is-different.
78. See id.; see also Jennifer Gammage, Solidarity, Not Charity: Mutual Aid’s An-archic
History, Blog of the APA (Jan. 25, 2021), https://blog.apaonline.org/2021/01/25/solidarity-not-charitymutual-aids-an-archic-history/; Samantha Fields, Mutual Aid Grows in Popularity during Protests and
Pandemic, MARKETPLACE (June 4, 2020), https://www.marketplace.org/2020/06/04/mutual-aidgrows-in-popularity-during-protests-and-pandemic/.
79. Christopher Luu, What Is Blackout Day 2020? INSTYLE (July 07, 2020),
https://www.instyle.com/news/blackout-day-2020.
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much wider action.80 These empowerment strategies reflect the unity, solidarity,
and collective efficacy that can speed the Black community towards broader
goals of policy and legal change, and increased political power. One recent
example that overlaps with political participation is the acknowledgement of the
role of Black voters in the 2020 election, the Black candidates running for office
at every level,81 and the way Black women, like Stacey Abrams and Kamala
Harris, are redefining the Democratic party.82
3. Political Participation
Contemporary activists recognize the importance of participating in the
political process as a way to create and maintain lasting change. This includes
voting in elections, mobilizing voters, and even running for office. But it also
includes online political participation. We see this in our hashtag analysis, with
a substantial number of political hashtags used alongside the hashtag
#BlackLivesMatter. This was especially true in the run up to and immediate
aftermath of the 2020 U.S. presidential election. The top six co-occurring
hashtags provide a good indication of the category: #trump, #democrats, #vote,
#maga, #resist, and #bidenharris2020. In addition, there were a variety of
negative tone hashtags that involved Trump, such as #trumpdictatorship,
#trumpmeltdown, and #bunkerboy. Also captured in the political participation
category were many references to specific political issues, both national and
international, as well political ideologies or theories, such as #farright, #leftwing,
#fascism, #marxism, and #qanon.
Beyond admonitions to vote and get-out-the-vote campaigns, we grouped
political participation with next level activism because social media also allows
activists to interact with lawmakers directly, given that most legislators have
Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook accounts, and many are active participants
themselves.83 For example, Black and brown activists like Alexandria OcasioCortez, Lucy McBath, and Sybrina Fulton are entering the political sphere
dedicated to changing politics and pushing policies for racial justice.
Representative Ilhan Omar remains a supporter of disbanding the Minneapolis
80. Joe Coscarelli, #BlackoutTuesday: A Music Industry Protest Becomes a Social Media
Moment, N.Y. TIMES (June 2, 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/02/arts/music/what-blackouttuesday.html.
81. Rachel Epstein, Black Candidates Running for Office in 2020, MARIE CLAIRE (July 20,
2020), https://www.marieclaire.com/politics/a32780557/black-candidates-2020-election/.
82. Courtney Connley, How Stacey Abrams, Latosha Brown and Other Black Women Changed
the Course of the 2020 Election, CNBC (Nov. 6, 2020), https://www.cnbc.com/2020/11/06/blackwomen-continue-to-be-the-democratic-partys-most-powerful-weapon.html.
83. Sara Sobieroj, Gina M. Masullo & Philip N. Cohen, Politicians, Social Media, and Digital
Publics: Old Rights, New Terrain, 64 AM. BEHAV. SCIENTIST 1646, 1647 (2020) (“For more than a
decade, politicians and their campaigns have exploited the mass personal aspects of social media. . . .
Members of the public seek out interpersonal conversations on these platforms with elected officials in
public view, so they, too, can take advantage of the mass audience . . . “).
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Police Department. As we increasingly see with elected officials, she discusses
her position on Twitter, stating that “A new system will allow officers to address
the most dangerous situations and serious crimes that our residents face, while
ending the criminalization of poverty and disproportionate violence against
Black and brown communities.”84 The growing demands for a wide range of
legal and policy change, and the growing support of these policy shifts
communicated online, demonstrate the effective activism of political
participation and the immense potential for systemic change at the local, state,
and federal level.
D. Systemic Racism: Learning to See What Was Already There
As the prior sections show, social media is a virtual public sphere of
information and emotion. It is also, quite literally, a spectator sport; its visuality
has dramatically changed the way information is generated and exchanged, and
has created a currency in images and image consumers. While our analysis is
based primarily on hashtags, we appreciate the importance of image sharing on
social media generally and as part of BLM activism specifically. BLM has
effectively harnessed the power of social media to encourage people to “see”
racism metaphorically, through effective activism. It has also used social media
to allow people to “see” literally by making use of video documentation: as a
source of viral content and virtual attention, of horror and empathy, and of letting
the persistence and intensity of visual police violence explain systemic racism.85
Social media has helped to produce a new form of popular journalism and
a reverse form of racial regulation as people record racially charged interactions
with police.86 Everyday citizens and protestors use their personal mobile devices
to record and post interactions that have previously been routine but invisible. In
doing so they provide exposure to stories of racial regulation that the news often
does not cover or perspectives that cannot be captured with body cameras.87 This
84. Ilhan
Omar
on
Twitter,
TWITTER,
https://twitter.com/IlhanMN/status/1270154104002818049 (last visited Apr. 29, 2021).
85. Scott Calvert & Valerie Bauerlein, Viral Videos Shape Views of Police Conduct, WALL ST.
J. (Dec. 30, 2015), https://www.wsj.com/articles/viral-videos-shape-views-of-police-conduct1451512011; Catherine Kim, Viral Videos of Police Violence Are Leading to Disciplinary Action, VOX
(Jun. 6, 2020), https://www.vox.com/2020/6/6/21282412/protests-viral-videos-police-violencedisciplinary-action-suspension-firing.
86. Id.
87. Citizens use recording as a tool to ‘police the police’ in an effort to promote accountability.
Ajay Sandhu & Kevin D Haggerty, Policing on Camera, 21 THEORETICAL CRIMINOLOGY 78 (2017).
Indeed, citizen journalism relies on the concept of “sousveillance,” or “inverse surveillance.” Steve
Mann, Jason Nolan & Barry Wellman, Sousveillance: Inventing and Using Wearable Computing
Devices for Data Collection in Surveillance Environments., 1 SURVEILLANCE & SOC’Y 331 (2003).
Recording police-citizen encounters is a form of citizen journalism, which has been defined broadly as
an ordinary person who actively engages in recording, generating, and disseminating newsworthy
events; it allows citizens to confront issues of social injustice and police accountability with technology
such as cell phones and to fill “lapses in the performance of traditional mass media.” See Mary Grace
Antony & Ryan J. Thomas, ‘This Is Citizen Journalism at Its Finest’: YouTube and the Public Sphere
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visual documentation is propelled by being linked to the #BlackLivesMatter
hashtag and has helped shift the narrative of police brutality and racism away
from the individual to institutions and systemic practices.88
Visual documentation works especially well in the attention economy of
social media, which helps to keep the issue of racialized police violence in the
public eye, but its power comes in part from the fact that these visual images,
taken together, feel like evidence.89 In each case the video is linked to an
individual with a name, but understood collectively, it is clear they happen too
often to be aberrational.90 So while police killings of unarmed Black men,
women, and children are far from new, visual evidence of this violence is
relatively new and the ability to transmit those images broadly and instantly is
very new.91 BLM has effectively used the exponential power of social media in
conjunction with offline advocacy to not only transmit images of police abuse,
but to use those powerful images to change the narrative: to make the point that
these needless deaths is what systemic racism looks like. It doesn’t look like a
rogue cop or someone spewing hate; it looks like ordinary police and ordinary
citizens going about the business of “keeping the peace” but assuming that Black
people who drive, jog, shop, play in parks, or nap in their cars are not peaceful.

in the Oscar Grant Shooting Incident, 12 NEW MEDIA & SOC’Y 1280, 1284 (2010); Chris Greer &
Eugene McLaughlin, We Predict a Riot? Public Order Policing, New Media Environments and the Rise
of the Citizen Journalist, 50 BRIT. J. CRIMINOLOGY 1041 (2010). This transforms street-level policing
to a ‘high visibility’ occupation. Sandhu & Haggerty, supra; Jay Rosen, The People Formerly Known
as the Audience, in PARTICIPATION AND MEDIA PRODUCTION: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON CONTENT
CREATION 163 (Nico Carpentier, & Benjamin DeCleen eds. 2008). Yet, even in instances where body
cameras or citizen recording appears to capture blatant police misconduct, punishment is scarce. A
survey of 13 police-involved killings of Black people captured on viral video between 2014 and 2016
finds only seven led to charges. See Haeyoun Park & Jasmine C. Lee, Looking for Accountability in
Police-Involved
Deaths
of
Blacks,
N.Y.
TIMES
(Jul.
12,
2016),
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/07/12/us/looking-for-accountability-in-police-involveddeaths-of-blacks.html.
88. Freelon et al., supra note 12, at 26-27, 63.
89. See Naomi Mezey, The Image Cannot Speak for Itself: Film, Summary Judgment, and
Visual Literacy, 48 VAL. UNIV. L. REV. 1 (2013), https://scholar.valpo.edu/vulr/vol48/iss1/1; Jennifer
L. Mnookin, Semi-Legibility and Visual Evidence: An Initial Exploration, 10 LAW, CULTURE &
HUMAN. 43 (2014); Jennifer Mnookin, The Image of Truth: Photographic Evidence and the Power of
Analogy,
10
YALE
J.
L.
&
HUMANITIES
1-2
(1998),
https://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/yjlh/vol10/iss1/1.
90. In 2014 the Washington Post began a database of every fatal shooting by an on-duty police
officer after a “Post investigation found that the FBI undercounted fatal police shootings by more than
half.”
Fatal
Force:
Police
Shootings
Database,
WASH.
POST,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/investigations/police-shootings-database/ (last visited Dec.
16, 2020); Wesley Lowery, How Many Police Shootings a Year? No One Knows, WASH. POST (Sep. 8,
2014),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2014/09/08/how-many-policeshootings-a-year-no-one-knows/ (noting that even in the absence of complete reporting, police agencies
report around 400 officer-involved deaths per year).
91. Andrew John Goldsmith, Policing’s New Visibility, 50 BRIT. J. CRIMINOLOGY 914-15
(2010).
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Part of the power and meaning of these killings came from technologies
that helped more people see them literally and see them as part of a pattern of
racialized police violence. BLM activism has helped to name, remember, and
dignify those victims as individuals and it has helped the rest of us see the pattern
in those deaths. The movement has enabled more people to see, literally and
figuratively, the violence that was there along, and that vision may also be
inspiring a cultural shift in understandings of systemic racism.
IV.
LOOKING TO THE FUTURE: FROM CULTURAL CHANGE TO LEGAL CHANGE AND
CONTESTATION
The question remains: can the social and cultural change inspired by the
BLM movement be leveraged to accomplish the broader movement goals of
legal, policy, and political change to address the more entrenched problems of
systemic racism?92 While our response must be speculative, and we acknowledge
that the real-world effects of contemporary social movements such as Occupy,
the Women’s March, and even Ferguson-era BLM are often underwhelming, we
have some reason for hope. First, since George Floyd’s death, cities have already
cut billions of dollars from police budgets; school districts have severed ties with
the police; multiple police reform and accountability bills have been introduced
in Congress; and cities like Minneapolis have vowed to defund policing.93
Second, although legal reforms, even serious and substantial ones, will not solve
such deeply rooted problems alone,94 the cultural shifts we have seen so far
suggest that activism, empathy, and education is continuing and the slower
process of understanding what systemic racism looks like in its many forms is
underway. Lastly, progress on racial inequality has never been a straight line and
has never been unanimous.95 If indeed this is the Third Reconstruction,96 the

92. See generally JENNIFER EARL & KATRINA KIMPORT, DIGITALLY ENABLED SOCIAL
CHANGE: ACTIVISM IN THE INTERNET AGE (2013); W. LANCE BENNETT & ALEXANDRA SEGERBERG,
THE LOGIC OF CONNECTIVE ACTION: DIGITAL MEDIA AND THE PERSONALIZATION OF CONTENTIOUS
POLITICS (2013).
93. See Farah Stockman & John Eligon, Cities Ask If It’s Time to Defund Police and
‘Reimagine’
Public
Safety,
N.Y.
TIMES
(Jun.
5,
2020),
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/05/us/defund-police-floyd-protests.html; Benjamin Wallace-Wells,
Can Minneapolis Dismantle Its Police Department?, NEW YORKER (Aug. 8, 2020),
https://www.newyorker.com/news/annals-of-activism/can-minneapolis-dismantle-its-policedepartment; After Weeks of Protests, a Look at Policy Changes in U.S. Policing, VERA INSTITUTE OF
JUSTICE (Jul. 22, 2020), https://www.vera.org/policy-changes-in-us-policing.
94. As Paul Butler notes, sometimes legal reform fails because the problems identified by critics
are not actually problems. “They are how the system is supposed to work. This is why some reforms
efforts are doomed. They are trying to fix a system that is not actually broken. The most far-reaching
racial subordination stems not from illegal police misconduct, but rather from legal police conduct.”
Butler, supra note 27, at 1425.
95. See generally Leah Wright Rigueur & Anna Beshlian, The History and Progress of Black
Citizenship, 16 DUBOIS REVIEW: SOC. SCI. RSCH. ON RACE 267 (Oct. 14, 2019).
96. Id. at 1475–76.
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opposition will be as fierce as it was before, and we already know what that
opposition looks like.97 In this Part we offer some tentative thoughts on the
possibility of legal and structural change, and conclude with a brief discussion
of the sizable social media backlash to the BLM movement.
A. Possibilities for Legal and Lasting Structural Change
Learning from history, we must recognize that the current demands for
racial justice led by the Black Lives Matter movement are unlikely to lead to
broader policy and cultural shifts, unless the moment continues to be advanced
by advocates and allies.98 We saw the difficulty of translating activism into
substantial equality with the MeToo movement, which generated greater
accountability and some significant policy changes for sexual misconduct even
though it has not achieved systemic changes to gender inequality more broadly.99
For the BLM movement, the timing is ripe for such change. Not only has
education and activism fostered increased support for the movement, but
nationwide surveys taken after Floyd’s death also suggested that Americans’
support for the police had shifted noticeably and was declining. This held across
racial groups, including white Americans, of whom 31% had an unfavorable
view of police on June 3, 2020 compared to 18 percent just one week prior.100
The activism following the death of George Floyd has brought renewed
attention to racial justice policy and other legal changes aimed at valuing and
preserving Black life. Beyond the broader demands of #stopkillingblackpeople
and #endpolicebrutality, a range of legal, policy, and political changes have been
set forth by activists. The primary forms of legal change proposed, discussed,
and advocated for on Twitter, include justice for victims, reimagining policing,
and other systemic reform.
1. Justice for Victims
Justice and accountability have played central roles in the online
conversation. These are specific calls for accountability for the victims of police
brutality,
such
as
#justiceforgeorgefloyd,
#justiceforbreonnataylor,
#raisethedegree,
and
#endqualifiedimmunity.
The
hashtag
#justiceforgeorgefloyd was used to demand the arrest, charge, and conviction of
Derek Chauvin and other officers involved in the killing. These hashtags were
97. Equal Justice Initiative, Reconstruction in America: Racial Violence after the Civil War,
1865-1876 (2020), https://eji.org/report/reconstruction-in-america/.
98. Glenn, supra note 17.
99. Jamillah Bowman Williams, Lisa Singh & Naomi Mezey, #MeToo as Catalyst: A Glimpse
into 21st Century Activism Law in the Era of #MeToo, 2019 U. CHI. LEGAL F. 393-93 (2019).
100. Rebecca Morin, Americans’ Perceptions of Police Drop Significantly in One Week as
Protests
Continue,
Survey
Finds,
USA
TODAY
(Jun.
6,
2020),
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/06/06/americans-views-police-drop-significantlyamid-protests-survey/3159072001/.
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also commonly used to circulate petitions to put collective power behind the
demands for justice. For example, a petition for George Floyd shared across
social media platforms had over 19 million signatures as of December 2020,
while the petition for Breonna Taylor had been signed over 11 million times.101
These demands for justice led to the conviction of officer Derek Chauvin,
a rare case of accountability in a world where police brutality against Black
bodies so commonly results in no consequences for perpetrators. BLM activism
helped make this a reality. Millions across the world witnessed the intense nineminute murder that occurred in broad daylight in front of a crowd of onlookers
who begged Chauvin for mercy. While Derek Chauvin become a household
name and his badge number #1087 was tweeted thousands of times, there are
countless other cases in which victims receive no justice or legal accountability,
including Breonna Taylor. And even other famous videos of infamous police
violence, like that documenting the beating of Rodney King, did not result in
convictions. This is where BLM’s work, online and in the streets, has had an
impact—it has begun to change the way people think about and see racism; it
allowed jurors to see in that video a person being murdered rather than a police
officer doing his job. It also highlights the importance of seeking, in addition to
individual accountability, deeper legal and policy changes that will both prevent
Black men, women, and children from being dehumanized and brutalized by the
police, and enforce penalties when dehumanization and brutalization occur.
2. Reimagining Policing
Following George Floyd’s death, activists used many hashtags to demand
changes in the way we think about policing in the United States. We grouped
these hashtags into a category called reimagining policing, which includes the
hotly debated strategies of police reform, defunding the police, and police
abolition. Figure 7 shows the highest frequency hashtags related to reimaging
policing, those occurring at least 5,000 times. Police reform is the most
mainstream policy response to police brutality.102 Many advocates for racial
justice, however, argue that these police reforms do not go far enough. They
point out that reforms typically involve investing significantly more funding and
resources into police departments.103 Hashtags such as #defundthepolice and
101. Petition: Justice for George Floyd, CHANGE.ORG, https://www.change.org/p/mayor-jacobfrey-justice-for-george-floyd (last visited Dec. 16, 2020); Petition: Justice for Breonna Taylor,
CHANGE.ORG, https://www.change.org/p/andy-beshear-justice-for-breonna-taylor (last visited Dec. 16,
2020).
102. See Udi Ofer, The Democratic Platform Heads in Right Direction on Criminal Justice, but
Still Misses the Moment, ACLU (Aug. 18, 2020), https://www.aclu.org/news/racial-justice/thedemocratic-platform-heads-in-right-direction-on-criminal-justice-but-still-misses-the-moment/ (noting
that the 2020 Democratic Party platform was “silent on the call to slash police budgets and redirect
those resources into alternatives to policing, and to reinvest in communities historically targeted by the
police. Instead, the platform mostly continues to tout procedural reforms and calls for greater
transparency and accountability[]”).
103. See id.
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#8toabolition have popularized defund and abolitionist arguments, while
educating social media users on the historic and racialized harms of police
departments, and illuminating the failure of prior police reform efforts.104
Police reform proposals typically focus on institutionalizing police
accountability and incremental steps to limit officers’ use of force. For example,
the hashtag #8cantwait was developed and shared broadly on social media with
an infographic calling for specific police reforms such as banning chokeholds,
requiring de-escalation, mandating a warning before shooting, and using a useof-force continuum, among other things.105 These policy proposals include a
range of policy actions demanded at the local, state, and federal levels.106 The
philosophy behind police reform efforts emphasizes gradual change like more
training, use of body cameras, the elimination of some policing techniques, and
community policing, which encourages police to know a community’s residents
and dynamics.107
Defunding police is the dominant policy change demanded alongside the
#BlackLivesMatter hashtag. What is striking about the hashtag data is that the
most commonly used hashtag by far was #defundthepolice, a strategy that until
recently was considered radical. For example, #defundthepolice was used over
146,000 times, compared to #policereform which was used around 13,000 times;
#abolishthepolice was used 23,000 times. “Progressive” police departments like
Minneapolis are the product of police reform efforts; yet, deadly police violence
still routinely occurs in these departments.108 Thus, demands to defund the police
reflect support for a divest/invest model of policing, where police budgets are
cut and used to invest in other community programs. The funding would be
redirected to violence prevention programs, public housing, health care, mental
health services, as well as better support systems in schools instead of armed
guards.109
While “defund the police” became popularized in the summer of 2020, the
concept has been used for years by organizers seeking to minimize police
104. Freelon et al., supra note 12, at 35, 75; Simone Weichselbaum & Nicole Lewis, Support For
Defunding The Police Department Is Growing. Here’s Why It’s Not A Silver Bullet., THE MARSHALL
PROJECT (Jun. 9, 2020), https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/06/09/support-for-defunding-thepolice-department-is-growing-here-s-why-it-s-not-a-silver-bullet.
105. Campaign Zero, #8Can’tWait: A Campaign to Bring Immediate Change to Police
Departments, #8CAN’TWAIT, https://8cantwait.org/ (last visited Dec. 16, 2020); Ben Kesslen, Calls to
Reform, Defund, Dismantle and Abolish the Police, Explained., NBC NEWS (Jun. 8, 2020),
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/calls-reform-defund-dismantle-abolish-police-explainedn1227676.
106. See id.
107. See id.
108. Jamiles Lartey & Simone Weichselbaum, Before George Floyd’s Death, Minneapolis
Police Failed to Adopt Reforms, Remove Bad Officers, THE MARSHALL PROJECT (May 28, 2020),
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budgets. U.S. Representative Ocasio-Cortez discussed this pointedly in a tweet
responding to criticism of the “defund” language: “Perhaps a bad choice to your
aims & focus. It’s been an excellent choice for the organizers who have been
trying to prompt a national convo for years about multibillion-dollar police depts.
‘Refund’ or ‘reallocate’ didn’t do that. ‘Defund’ did. BLM had similar early
resistance.”110 Ben and Jerry’s has also taken to Twitter to support defunding the
police, including educating the public about what it means.111 While defunding
may seem radical to some, a growing number of major cities have proposed or
pledged to reduce police resources: Seattle,112 Portland,113 Los Angeles,114 San
Diego,115 Minneapolis,116 Chicago,117 Philadelphia,118 St. Louis,119 Dallas,120
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(Jun.
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Money, THE APPEAL (Jan. 28, 2021), https://theappeal.org/politicalreport/seattle-participatorybudgeting-defund-police/.
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116. Minneapolis To Shift $8 Million From Police Budget Amid Defund The Police Movement,
CBS NEWS (Dec. 10, 2020), https://www.cbsnews.com/news/minneapolis-police-budget-8-millionshift-defund/.
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Overtime Budget, WFAA (Sept. 3, 2020), https://www.wfaa.com/article/news/local/dallas-councilsupports-cutting-7-million-from-dallas-police-overtime-budget/.

34

CALIFORNIA LAW REVIEW ONLINE
RECKONING AND REFORMATION SYMPOSIUM

[Vol. 12:1

Austin,121 New York City,122 Baltimore,123 Washington D.C.,124 Hartford,125 and
Durham.126
In response to demands for more aggressive changes in the criminal justice
system, abolitionists take the argument one step further than defund supporters,
advocating for “an end to policing long term while still addressing community
needs.”127 According to Ruth Gilmore, “Abolition is a process of building, a
process of creation, a process of reimagination.”128 The goals of abolitionists go
beyond closing police departments and focus instead on changing the structure
and conditions under which criminalized communities live in order to make
police obsolete.129 The overarching idea is that “if people had health care,
housing and access to good jobs and education and community, there would be
less crime and less need for police” in the first place.130

121. Meena Venkataramanan, Austin City Council Cuts Police Department Budget By One-third,
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3. Related Systemic Reform Efforts
While most of the debate around systemic reform revolves around policing
and criminal justice, racial justice activists have long emphasized that “When we
say Black Lives Matter, we’re talking about more than police brutality. We’re
talking about incarceration, health care, housing, education, and economics—all
the different components of a broader system.”131 Myriad systems of racial
subordination, centuries in the making, have led to deeply entrenched disparities
that have undermined Black opportunity, hindered Black achievement, and
fueled the racial wealth gap. The resulting resource disadvantage fuels broader
patterns of systemic racism by blocking socioeconomic access to quality
housing, education, and health outcomes, and also compounds criminal justice
disparities.132 Only broad multifaceted change that goes beyond police reform is
capable of dismantling the U.S. racial hierarchy in a way that will result in
meaningful change for Black people in America. These issues are discussed on
Twitter with co-occurring hashtags that identify related policy areas such as
#education and #medicareforall, specific legislative proposals such as
#greennewdeal, and broader systemic issues like lack of diversity and inclusion
in leadership such as #representationmatters.

131. Patrisse Cullors, “Black Lives Matter” is About More than the Police, AMERICAN CIVIL
LIBERTIES UNION (Jun. 23, 2020), https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/black-lives-matteris-about-more-than-the-police/.
132. See
generally
The
1619
Project,
N.Y.
TIMES,
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-slavery.html.

36

CALIFORNIA LAW REVIEW ONLINE
RECKONING AND REFORMATION SYMPOSIUM

[Vol. 12:1

Reparations come up prominently among the systemic reform hashtags
with two related hashtags: #reparations and #reparationsnow. For years,
reparations have been proposed to address the lingering wounds of slavery and
centuries of racial injustice,133 but this solution is only recently gaining traction
among leaders and lawmakers.134 The idea of reparations seemed like a pipe
dream for years, as traditionally more than two thirds of Americans have opposed
the idea and even President Barack Obama considered the proposal
impractical.135 However, in the midst of the current racial reckoning, the notion
is beginning to garner attention and gain political legitimacy. H.R. 40 was
reintroduced in January 2021 and went from being backed by 2 members in 2014
to 173 members by May 2021.136 President Joe Biden also supports legislation
to study reparations and discussed it on the campaign trail.137 The idea of “baby
bonds” have also been proposed as a solution to close the racial wealth gap.138
Again, even sweeping legal and policy proposals cannot change systemic
racism alone. If Derrick Bell is right that racism is an “integral, permanent, and
indestructible component” of American society,139 then such proposals and all
the cultural change in the world will do little good. But when we see people
coming together, across racial lines, online and in the streets, to say
#enoughisenough, we cannot ignore them or the inklings of change that brought
them together. Small changes in feeling and perception, new ways of seeing what
was already there, new understanding of what might be possible spread across
enough people can sometimes result in deep and meaningful changes; and they
are worth fighting for.
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B. Contestation and Obstacles to Change
BLM has accomplished an enormous amount in a relatively short amount
of time with its vision, strategy, and effective pairing of online and offline
advocacy. But the broad support for BLM has been met with broad backlash
against the movement, spurred on actively and passively by former President
Trump. The backlash ranges from strategic resistance by politicians to open
white supremacy among re-energized groups like the Boogaloo and the Proud
Boys. It is common for movements with controversial or progressive aims to
attract counter-movements dedicated to thwarting them, and this has always been
true of movements for racial equality. Thus, despite progress and promise, the
movement faces significant obstacles to achieving the long-term goal of broader
systemic change; foremost among those obstacles are both political & social
backlash. Some of the most common hashtags that co-occur with
#BlackLivesMatter are associated with backlash, including twists on the hashtag
like #alllivesmatter, #bluelivesmatter, and #whitelivesmatter. Many also referred
to #antifa, #antifaterrorists, and #riots2020 to negatively characterize the 2020
protests as violent and dangerous.
Further, when there is energetic support for racial justice, it’s much easier
for institutions and individuals to take mere symbolic action. As performative
allies are swept into the movement, their superficial endorsement of racial justice
can undercut deeper structural change. In fact, their allyship is performative
precisely because they wrap conservative actions in progressive language or in
financial commitments to organizations on both sides of racial justice.140
This phenomenon can be explained through the principle-policy gap where
a person’s belief in racial equity in the abstract is different from their support of
policies that would help make racial equity a reality.141 When institutions and
individuals who have endorsed the principle of racial equality and declared
support for BLM are unwilling to act in ways that reduce racial discrimination,
they highlight the harmful persistence of the principle-policy gap.142
The BLM movement faces two kinds of clear obstacles—the opposition of
those who wish to maintain white privilege and power, and the support of those
who care about racial equity only as a marketing strategy, which is to say, only
to the extent that it does not cost them anything. This approach to racial justice
as a zero-sum game, one often adopted by white allies, is a self-fulfilling
140. Judd Legum, Corporations tweet support for Black Lives Matter. Their FEC filing tells a
different story. POPULAR INFORMATION (June 2, 2020), https://popular.info/p/corporations-tweetsupport-for-black.
141. See Steven A. Tuch & Michael Hughes, Whites’ Racial Policy Attitudes, 77 SOC. SCI. Q.
723, 724 (1996) (describing the principle-policy gap as “widespread white endorsement of principles of
racial equality, on the one hand, and intransigence on policies intended to redress racial inequities, on
the other”).
142. Jamillah Williams & Jonathan Cox, The New Principle-Practice Gap: The Disconnect
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https://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/facpub/2309/
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prophecy. It decreases the likelihood of meaningful change when seemingly
progressive whites are willing to express support for racial equality but are
unwilling to use their power and positions to make decisions that promote equity.
Lastly, even when a social movement does not face outright backlash or
ineffectual support, it is always fighting a race against time and attention.
CONCLUSION
We know that social media movements tend to fizzle quickly, and the
window for change is small. In some ways BLM has already defied the odds of
online movements with its ability to inspire significant and prolonged offline
action and shifts in the broader culture. Yet empirical research has shown that
empathy shifts after protests and related activism and attitudes are likely to revert
back, so the challenge for activists is to maintain the sense of urgency among the
public and take advantage of precious opportunities for policy action when they
are presented.
As Charles Lawrence puts it:
If reconstruction requires transformative law, history teaches us that too
often, reform efforts have merely modified systems of racial and social
control: slavery reformed to segregation, segregation to mass
incarceration. Our transformation must demand laws that name and
quantify the material conditions of inequality created by racism. We
must demand that those conditions end. No more study commissions to
tell us what we already know, no more confessions of white fragility, no
more hiring a diversity consultant to sit by the door. The mistake in this
moment is to ask for too little.143
To maintain public attention and maximize this historic opportunity, broad and
popular mobilization needs to rev up rather than die down. Like the Civil Rights
movement of the 1960s, the monumental swell of support may oversell how far
society has shifted during this moment.
The Black Lives Matter movement must seize this window of opportunity
and convince individuals, institutions, and lawmakers to support broad systemic
change, using social media as a platform for activism and accountability. As our
nation gets the first glimpses of life after the pandemic and the desire to “return
to normal” is strong, Americans who believe that the survival of our democracy
is bound up with racial equality cannot afford a return to normal or a loss of the
momentum of this historic moment. We must not be shy, polite, or undersell the
change we seek.
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